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In December 2010 I announced a decision to establish an independent review of the timetabling and quality issues associated with the electoral review programme by the Local Government Boundary Commission for Wales and to identify actions required to ensure the delivery of the reviews in good time for the 2016 elections. In March last year I designated Glyn Mathias to conduct the review and to report to me by June.

On 22nd June, I made a statement to this Assembly following my receipt of the review’s report, responding to the overall finding that the Commission was ‘not fit for purpose’ and announced appropriate action. I undertook to provide a further statement outlining next steps.
The full recommendations of the report, together with my response, are as follows (Note: numbers in brackets refer to paragraphs in the Mathias report:
	RECOMMENDATION
	RESPONSE

	Policy Decisions – Future approach to electoral reviews
	

	· The Welsh Government should consider the approach it wishes to follow for future electoral reviews. If the Minister decides the priority is to keep electoral imbalances under control on a regular and systematic basis, the 1972 Act should be amended so that such reviews are undertaken on a rolling basis without regard to having all authorities reviewed in time for an electoral cycle (4.14).


	This matter will be addressed in a forthcoming Assembly  Bill, timetabled for the 2012/13 session of the Assembly



	· If however, the Minister sees value in a more comprehensive review approach on the current cyclical basis, it should set out and monitor the Commission's delivery on an agreed and resourced programme. The Minister should also consider directing the Commission to use its powers of interim review to deal with particular electoral imbalances (4.15).
	Given my intention to address the review process in the Bill (above), this will not be necessary. The Interim Chair to the Commission has agreed to provide a timetable for the outstanding reviews.   

	Current Electoral Reviews
	

	· The Welsh Government should abandon the requirement laid down in section 4(c) of the Directions to the Local Government Boundary Commission for Wales 2009 for a single councillor to elector ratio. It should be replaced by the process outlined in the previous recommendation for a transparent approach to assessing council size (4.9).


	The directions issued in 2009 will be withdrawn and fresh directions issued after consultation with the Commission.

	· The Welsh Government should review the structure, personnel and budget of the Commission in the light of the increasing commitments faced by the secretariat (4.18).


	Welsh Government officials are working closely with the Interim Secretary and his staff to improve corporate procedures. This included a review of budgeting procedures. 


	· As a matter of priority, the Welsh Government should appoint two new Commissioners with direct experience at a senior level of running elections or other local government experience at a corporate management level. In addition, the Government should consider exercising the power under paragraph 3(1) of Schedule 8 of the 1972 Act to appoint people with expert knowledge to advise and assist the work of the Commission (4.19).


	Three new Commissioners have been appointed to serve until 31st March 2012 – by which time a full appointments process should have been completed. They are Max Caller (Chair), Sandy Blair and Owen Watkin. All three have extensive local government experience, including serving at chief executive level.


	Legislation 
	

	· The Welsh Government should seek, as a priority, to amend the Local Government Act 1972 to remove paragraphs 1A(5)(c) and 1A(5)(d) of Schedule 11 relating to community councils. The Commission should be given power to ward community areas for the purpose of creating electoral divisions (4.12).


	This matter will be addressed in the forthcoming Bill. Within this, there is a need to address the problem exposed before the electoral reviews began that some councils had not kept their community areas under review. We will propose a requirement that the relevant communities must have been subject to recent area reviews prior to the electoral review of the principal area taking place.

	· The Welsh Government should consider removing the need for orders implementing community reviews to be made by Welsh Ministers. The Commission could be given an order-making power to implement community reviews, with a right of appeal to the Welsh Ministers (4.13).


	The Welsh Government supports the principle of sharing responsibility with the Commission but this matter will be addressed in the forthcoming Bill.

	· The Welsh Government should consider whether Ministerial Directions are a necessary addition to the requirements set out in an amended Act.  While it would be sensible to retain the power to issue Directions to meet particular circumstances, it might in general be more practical, and potentially more flexible, for the Government and the Commission to conduct a public exchange of letters setting out the strategic direction of the review process (4.21).


	Any legislative change to the existing power of direction will be considered when preparing the forthcoming Bill. What is important is that the Commission are consulted before any directions are issued and that a clear understanding of the intent of the directions is obtained. We will also consider, when appropriate, producing different directions for different counties. 

	Commission 
	

	Policy Decisions re Electoral Reviews
	

	· As a matter of policy, the Commission should consult fully on the approach it proposes to take on electoral reviews, as a starting point to the review programme. The consultation should include the steps it proposes to take towards assessment of council size, the balance between the different criteria, the need for any increase in multi-member divisions, and the responses it expects from key stakeholders (4.7).


	For the Commission to address once the current directions are withdrawn.

	· Subject to 4.7, the Commission should consult on an appropriate methodology for assessing the number of councillors for each authority. It should include consideration of the approaches taken in Scotland and England (see paragraphs 3.10 and 3.11). Whatever process is adopted, it should be clear and transparent to all stakeholders (4.8).


	For the Commission to address once the current directions are withdrawn.

	· The Commission should adopt an appropriate methodology for assessing the desirability of multi-member divisions in each authority, as required in section 3(1) of the Ministerial Directions 2009 (4.11).


	For the Commission to address once the current directions are withdrawn. Fresh directions will include provisions for multi-member electoral divisions.

	· The Commission should engage with all 22 local authorities to ensure as far as possible that each of them puts forward electoral schemes for their own areas as part of the evidence that informs the Commission’s preparation of draft proposals (4.17).


	Action for the Commission and local authorities.

	Operational Matters
	

	· The Commission should ensure there is a clear audit trail, based on minutes of decisions, legal advice and public consultation, for its approach to determining the balance of the criteria they propose to implement under Schedule 11 1A(5) of the 1972 Act. It should ensure that appropriate documentation exists to demonstrate both the way it dealt with the general criteria and how they were applied in each review (4.10).


	Action for the Commission.

	· The Commission should improve its assessment of the risks of not meeting the timetable set by the Government, and there should be a risk analysis on a review by review basis. The Commission should make regular assessments of the resources at its disposal to ensure they are sufficient to meet the timetable (4.16).


	A new process and timetable will be agreed with the Commission for outstanding reviews.

	· The Commission should review its communications strategy to ensure it engages more pro-actively with all stakeholders (4.20).


	Action for the Commission.


